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The North Karelia Biosphere Reserve
Model area for sustainable development

The North Karelia Biosphere Reserve (NKBR) is a sustainable
development model area designated under the UNESCO Man
and the Biosphere Programme. Biosphere reserve activities
promote nature protection, the economy and environmental
awareness through collaboration, research, education and
development projects. The goal is to find regional sustainable
development solutions that are applicable both in Finland and
internationally for example via the World Network of Biosphere
Reserves.

The NKBR consists of Lieksa city, Ilomantsi municipality, and
Joensuu city’s Tuupovaara district, but activities related to
biosphere reserve are carried out throughout the province.

Consisting of 738 biosphere reserves in 134 countries (2022),
the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Programme is the world's
largest network for sustainable development.

The purpose of the North Karelia
Biosphere Reserve

The NKBR is a functional platform that promotes
sustainable development in the region by
supporting activities that maintain and strengthen
people's relationship with nature, biodiversity
conservation, and the development of responsible
livelihoods. The biosphere reserve’s task is to seek
local solutions to global challenges in collaboration
with the World Network of Biosphere Reserves.

Vision

The NKBR is regionally and internationally
renowned as a pioneer model area for sustainable
development, as well as a forerunner in nature
protection and enhancing human well-being.

Set of values

Nature, responsibility, trust, equality, safety



Strategic themes
The Biosphere Reserve Strategy is divided into four key themes

Biodiversity protection with
human in mind

The goal is to improve people's
relationship with nature through nature
experiences, protect biodiversity and
support climate change preparedness, as
well as strengthen the region’s economic
vitality without compromising nature
values.

More sustainable development by
local capacity building

The goal is to strengthen sustainability
know-how in the region through
promotion of educational collaboration
and dissemination of research
knowledge, and additionally acting as a
project partner and a pilot site where
even bold experiments can be
undertaken.

Vitality to the region from
sustainable and responsible
nature-based livelihoods

The goal is to bridge knowledge, policies
and practices for promoting sustainable
livelihoods. The emphasis is on supporting
sustainable nature, food and cultural
tourism together with the economically
interconnected natural products sector.

Visibility for the area via
communication of sustainability
actions

The goal is to promote the visibility of
sustainable and responsible actions of the
biosphere reserve partners and
collaborators, as well as to increase the
visibility and awareness of the biosphere
reserve. Strengthening the sense of
ownership across the biosphere reserve
through communication, which
emphasises locality, distinctiveness, and
positivity. Promoting sustainable
development and dissemination of good
practice examples.

No achieved goal is sufficient if 

not sustainably and 

responsibly implemented



Biodiversity protection with 
human in mind

Biosphere reserve activities promote
biodiversity conservation, as well as
climate change mitigation and
preparedness. The NKBR also aims to
support regional economic developments
that do not compromise natural values. For
example, habitat restoration can also
improve the natural and cultural conditions
for tourism. Therefore, the people are not
left out in the search for sustainable
solutions for securing livelihoods. The
NKBR seeks to support the people’s
relationship with nature through nature
experiences.

Nature protection
• Promoting solutions to limit the fragmentation of
valuable habitats such as nature reserves (for example
green connections)

• Promoting the protection and rehabilitation of
sensitive aquatic ecosystems

Relationship with nature
• Participating in responsible hiking and tourism
guidance through communication; supporting
regional accessibility by public transport

• Coordinating local and regional activities and
increasing consensus through discussion and
networking support

• Promoting sustainable water tourism development
and collaboration

Climate change
• Participating in climate change mitigation and

adaptation in collaboration with the World Network
of Biosphere Reserves and local level actors



More sustainable development by
local capacity building
The NKBR promotes educational collaboration
and strengthening of region’s sustainable
development expertise through capacity
building and developing of collaboration
networks. Good practice examples of
sustainable development are shared with
partners and collaborators, and additionally
adopted as needed from international network
of actors to the region. Biosphere reserve is a
pilot site, where bold experiments of different
kinds can be undertaken through collaboration
projects and where discussions of controversial
topics are also welcomed. Especially, the young
people’s own competence and capacity is
considered a key asset for the region’s economic
vitality.

Education
Increasing sustainable development and
biodiversity related expertise in the region
together with educational partners;
supporting actions that limit biodiversity
loss and enhance climate change
preparedness and resilience

Research knowledge
Participating in knowledge dissemination
from regional research; increasing public
awareness of environmental issues, and
thus laying the foundation for collaboration
with partners



Vitality to the region from 
sustainable and responsible 
nature-based livelihoods

The prerequisite for the NKBR activities is
collaboration through networks. The
biosphere reserve is involved in various
networks and shares resources and findings
from the networks with local level actors.
Through the community development
projects, new ideas and ways of
collaboration can be introduced to the
region. The biosphere reserve activities
support sustainable and responsible tourism
development in the region.

Nature tourism
• Promoting sustainable and responsible tourism,
which considers the distinctiveness of the area

• Highlighting the region’s diverse nature sites,
and promoting responsible outdoor and
recreational activities

Food and culture tourism
• Supporting the cultural heritage and region’s
distinctiveness as part of sustainable tourism

• Strengthening food identity, and enhancing
collaboration for economically interconnected
services across the province

Natural products
• Promoting organic certification in the region
• Developing expertise in relation to natural
products sector



Visibility for the area via 
communication of sustainability 
actions
The NKBR increases the visibility of its partners
and collaborators by communicating their
sustainable and responsible actions. The purpose
of the communication is to promote sustainable
development and dissemination of good
practices locally, regionally, nationally, and
internationally. The goal of the communication is
to strengthen a sense of biosphere reserve
ownership, where the emphasis is placed on
locality and positivity. Through this, the
biosphere reserve recognition also improves.

Visibility
• Increasing visibility and recognition of

the biosphere reserve activities
• Strengthening networks through

communication
• Bringing forth regional strengths and

uniqueness
• Improving the visibility of the region via

international networks
Examples

• Promoting sustainable development
through good practice examples

• Communicating the responsible actions
of partners, and thus increasing their
visibility



Monitoring the impact and 
effectiveness of actions

Biodiversity protection with human in mind
Following the visitation data of the protected areas.
Drafting in collaboration with partnership network tangible
metrics and goals for promotion of biodiversity protection
with help of Commitment 2050 tool.

More sustainable development by local capacity building
Running regular customer satisfaction survey among the
partnership network. The goal is to expand partnership
network (number of partners) and increase visibility of the
area. Effective development project results are identified,
for example, using the European agricultural fund for rural
development (EAFRD) indicators.

Vitality to the region from sustainable and responsible
nature-based livelihoods
Drafting in collaboration with partnership network tangible
metrics and goals related to responsibility and sustainable
development with help of Commitment2050 tool. Effective
project results are identified, for example, using the EAFRD
indicators. Following the information produced by regional
and national organisations and identifying their potential
impacts and/or applicability in the regional economy.

Visibility for the area via communication of
sustainability actions
Drafting in collaboration with the partnership
network tangible metrics and goals with help of
Commitment2050 tool, which can be utilised as
part of communication. Platforms used for
communication produce analytics which can be
used to measure communication impacts. Effective
project results are identified, for example, using the
EAFRD indicators.



Connection of the North Karelia Biosphere Reserve 
strategy to other strategies The NKBR strategy’s main themes

are in line with UNESCO Man and
the Biosphere Program’s (MaB) four
main objectives:

1. Conserve biodiversity, restore and
enhance ecosystem services, and
foster the sustainable use of natural
resources.

2. Contribute to building sustainable,
healthy and equitable societies,
economies and thriving human
settlements in harmony with the
biosphere.

3. Facilitate biodiversity and
sustainability science, education for
sustainable development and
capacity building.

4. Support mitigation and adaptation
to climate change and other aspects
of global environmental change.



Biosphere reserves are learning places for
sustainable development. That is why the promotion
of sustainable development is at the heart of all
activities within NKBR, with human well-being and
the conservation of biodiversity their guiding
principles and values.

Envisioned solutions arise from local needs and are
based on the strengths and unique characteristics of
the area. All activities take place through cross-
sectoral collaboration.

The added value to these activities comes from
international collaboration networks through which
skills can be boosted to a new level while also gaining
wider exposure.



North Karelia Biosphere Reserve: 
background information
The NKBR is a functional platform for local citizens,
actors and entrepreneurs, that promotes sustainable
development in the region by supporting activities
that maintain and strengthen people's relationship
with nature, biodiversity conservation, and the
development of responsible livelihoods.

Situated in the easternmost corner of the EU and in
the historical region of Karelia (which is today split
between Finland and Russia), the sparsely populated
North Karelia Biosphere Reserve is characterised by
large quantity of forests, mires, hills and water bodies
and is home to a rich Karelian cultural heritage.

The NKBR was established in 1992 and consists of a
network of valuable protected areas and their
surrounding environments where human activities
are taking place. The geographical boundaries of the
area include Lieksa city, Ilomantsi municipality and
Joensuu city’s Tuupovaara district, but activities
related to biosphere reserve are carried out
throughout the province.

Biosphere reserves are model areas for sustainable
development designated under the Man and the
Biosphere programme of the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). They form a global network of 738 sites in
134 countries. They cover a total area of over 7

million km2 (2022). In Finland, there are two of them:
the North Karelia and the Archipelago Sea
Biosphere Reserves.

As a common characteristic, biosphere reserves are
action programmes and defined geographical areas
with unique natural and cultural features. They aim
to achieve harmonious interactions between nature
and people by promoting solutions reconciling the
conservation of nature with its sustainable use. Each
biosphere reserve is intended to fulfil three basic
functions, which are complementary and mutually
reinforcing:

1) Promote biodiversity conservation.
2) Encourage a regional economic development
that is socio-culturally and environmentally
sustainable for the area.
3) Support development projects, environmental
education, guidance and research.

According to the Global Action Plan (Lima Action Plan
2016-2025), biosphere reserves are intended to
serve as model areas for the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals of the UN 2030
Agenda.



Biosphere reserves typically consist of three
interrelated zones with different intensity levels of
human activity and where their three functions are
pursued. The core areas consist of particularly
valuable nature areas, which in the NKBR are
represented by the Koli, Petkeljärvi and Patvinsuo
National Parks; the Koivusuo Strict Nature
Reserve; and the Kesonsuo and Ruunaa Nature
Reserves. In complement to the core areas are
buffer zones, which in North Karelia is represented
by the Natura 2000 network of protected sites. The
transition area forms the outer area of a biosphere
reserve with different types of human activities.
Sustainable economic activities can take place
inside the buffer zone and the transition area
without compromising natural and cultural values
or ecosystem services of the protected core areas.

Biosphere reserves are managed at national level
and required to report regularly and share
research outcomes within the international
biosphere reserve network. The NKBR is
coordinated by the North Karelia Centre for
Economic Development, Transport and the
Environment (ELY Centre) under the Ministry of the
Environment (YM). The NKBR is managed by a
working group and a steering group representing
both the region and the different key actors
involved in biosphere reserve activities. The
Biosphere Reserve Coordinator of the ELY Centre
for North Karelia coordinates these activities.

This functioning of the NKBR is achieved through
cross-sectoral collaboration, partnership network
and development projects. It is based on voluntary
agreements between different actors, such as

municipalities, businesses and associations. For this
strategy, 52 partners and stakeholders have been
interviewed to clarify their views on where to focus
the NKBR activities over the next ten years. There
is an unlimited potential for actions within the
boundaries of the Biosphere Reserve and the aim
of this strategy is to narrow down the scope of
possible activities and thus increase their impact.
The strategy will be supported by an action plan,
which will be regularly updated according to future
needs.


